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Urban–rural statusInvestigations regarding the differences between Chinese only and non-only children primarily examine
children's social behaviors, which are closely related to their early relationships with mothers and teachers. In
recent years, the number of non-only children born in urban areas has increased because of the softening of
the One-Child Policy, which leads to the distribution of non-only children shifting from being primarily in rural
areas to being in both urban and rural areas. The present study investigates the current characteristics and inﬂu-
ences of mother–child and teacher–child relationships on Chinese only and non-only children's early social
behaviors from the perspective of urban and rural differences. Data were obtained from 126 rural only children,
94 rural non-only children, 168 urban only children and 155 urban non-only children from 38 semi-urban
kindergartens in Beijing, China. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses found that mother–child closeness
positively predicted children's social skills particularly in non-only children, whereas mother–child conﬂict pos-
itively predicted internalizing behavior problems in all four groups. Teacher–child conﬂict negatively predicted
children's social skills most strongly in urban only children. Teacher–child conﬂict aggravated rural only
children's, urban only children's and non-only children's internalizing and externalizing behavior problems,
but mother–child closeness buffered rural only children's externalizing behavior problems. Findings underscore
the importance for mothers to improve closeness, especially with rural only children, and for teachers to avoid
conﬂict with both urban only and non-only children, as well as with rural only children.
Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).1. Introduction
To limit population growth, China implemented the One-Child Poli-
cy (OCP) in 1979. It restricted the number of children that Chinese cou-
ples could have to only one child with exceptions for ethnic minority
couples, for couples with a severely disabled child, and for rural couples
whose ﬁrst child was a girl. This led to non-only children being distrib-
uted mainly across rural areas. Theoretically, urban non-only children
(UNOC) would be few. At the present time, however, urban couples in-
creasingly have a second child because of Chinese traditional concepts
and the softening of the OCP. According to Confucianism, an ideal family
consists of as many siblings as possible (Hillier, 1988). Therefore,
Chinese couples try to have several children, particularly sons, even atf Cognitive Neuroscience and
China, or National Innovation
ng Normal University, Beijing
ss article under the CC BY-NC-ND licthe price of ﬁnes or social compensation fees (Settles, Sheng, Zang, &
Zhao, 2013). The Chinese government began softening the OCP in
2001 by allowing couples to have a second child if both of the parents
were only children (Xin Hua News Agency, 2001). In 2013, the OCP
was further modiﬁed to allow couples to have a second child if one of
the parents is an only child (The 18th Session of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China, The Third Plenary Session,
2013). Thus, an increasing number of non-only children are being born
in urban areas. The change in the distribution of only and non-only chil-
dren prompted us to investigate the early social behaviors of only and
non-only children from the perspective of urban and rural differences.
Previous studies consistently have found that only children demon-
strated better academic skills than did children with siblings (Falbo &
Poston, 1993; Falbo et al., 1989), but no agreement has been reached re-
garding early social behaviors (Falbo &Polit, 1986; Settles et al., 2013). A
number of factors were found to be related to only and non-only
children's social behaviors, such as family structure (Kwan & Ip, 2009),
family socioeconomic status (SES; Kwan & Ip, 2009), human and mate-
rial resources (Davin, 1989; Han, 1986), parenting style (Liu, 2000), andense (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Among these factors, the mother–child (M–C)
relationship and the teacher–child (T–C) relationship, as two primary
interpersonal relationships, were shown to be strongly related to
children's early social behaviors (Demo & Cox, 2000; Hamre & Pianta,
2001). Inﬂuenced by the OCP, Chinese families are characterized by
smaller networks and looser family and kinship structures that bring
out different features of interpersonal relationships and their effects
on children's social development (Settles et al., 2013). Interpersonal
relationship networks are different between urban and rural areas. For
example, there are more extensive interpersonal relationships with rel-
atives and neighbors in rural communities than in urban areas (Yan,
2005); people's social values tend to be more traditional; and social re-
lationships for children, including M–C and T–C relationships, are more
personal and tightly knit (Fuligni & Zhang, 2004). However, until now,
no study has compared only and non-only children's M–C/T–C relation-
ships and their inﬂuences on children's social behaviors from the
perspective of urban–rural differences. It is interesting and necessary
to explore this issue, considering that only and non-only children have
both advantages and disadvantages in interpersonal relationships, and
their characteristics are different in urban and rural areas.1.1. Only and non-only children's M–C relationships and their inﬂuence on
children's early social behaviors: differences between urban and rural areas
TheM–C relationship is the ﬁrst andmost important relationship for
children (Zhu, 1989). Developmental theorists, ecological theorists and
attachment theorists generally view the early M–C relationship as piv-
otal to children's social development, asserting that it provides a foun-
dation for children to explore the environment and interact with
others (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Demo & Cox, 2000). The M–C
relationship usually comprises two dimensions: closeness and conﬂict.
Different dimensions affect children in different developmental areas,
with closeness having a larger effect on social skills (Iruka, Burchinal,
& Cai, 2010) and conﬂict better predicting behavior problems (Li, Xu,
Lv, Liu, & Wang, 2014; Waschbusch, 2002).
Several viewpoints are proposed to explain the differences between
only and non-only children's M–C relationships. Some researchers hold
the opinion that only children may be more advantaged in M–C close-
ness compared with non-only children (Blake, 1981; Hao & Feng,
2002), supporting the Resource Dilution Model (Blake, 1981). This
model proposes that parental resources are ﬁnite and that as the
number of children increases, resources provided to any speciﬁc child
decline. In an only child's family, the mother invests all her time and
energy in the only child, which undoubtedly increases the chances for
maternal contact with the child and is beneﬁcial to the establishment
of a positive relationship (Hao & Feng, 2002). Although no study has di-
rectly addressed the associations between the M–C relationship and
only children's social performance, Hao and Feng (2002) found that,
compared with non-only children, only children had more positive
M–C interaction and exhibited better social skills and behaviors. The
authors suggested that the more positive M–C relationship might
favor only children's social development.
Other researchers have suggested that only children may also have
more M–C conﬂict than would non-only children, which then may
negatively inﬂuence their social behaviors. Mothers of only children
hold higher expectations for their children than do mothers of non-
only children, as they are the only children that can be invested in
(Jiao, Ji, & Jing, 1992) and the single hope for support in old age
(Freedman, 1979). For example, Zhang (1998) found that mothers of
only children showed excessive control and protection. Such high ex-
pectations and over-interference may however bring pressure to bear
on only children to meet the high requirements (Roberts & Blanton,
2001), possibly resulting in M–C conﬂicts, consequently leading to
negative social outcomes.The differences between only and non-only children's M–C relation-
ships may show different patterns in urban and rural areas. In rural
areas, mothers are more likely to play the traditional homemaker role
and spend much of their time staying at home (Atkinson, 1994). How-
ever, they have lower education levels and incomes (Sicular, Ximing,
Gustafsson, & Shi, 2007), place less emphasis on children's social devel-
opment (Coleman, Ganong, Clark, & Madsen, 1989), and therefore, may
be harsher in mother–child interactions (Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, &
Jones, 2001). Urban only children (UOC) are the only ones who receive
more childrearing resources and attention from adults and probably are
more skilled in interpersonal relationships, according to the Resource
Dilution Model (Blake, 1981). Urban families that have second children
usually havemore resources to support children's development (Mao &
Luo, 2013); for example,manymotherswith two children choose not to
go to work (Zhen, 2011), allowing more time together. From this view,
UNOC's M–C relationships and social development are not necessarily
worse than those of UOC.
1.2. Only and non-only children's T–C relationships and their inﬂuence on
children's early social behaviors: differences between urban and rural areas
The T–C relationship is themost vital relationship in early childhood
classroom (Pianta, 1999). Zionts (2005) noted that teachers served as a
secure base during children's navigation and emphasized the need to
consider the T–C relationship when examining children's early social
behaviors. Attachment and developmental theories posit that children
with secure and effective T–C relationships will be able to interact
with others more and learn better social behaviors (Hamre & Pianta,
2001; Pianta, 1999). Conversely, children with insecure, less-close and
more-conﬂicting T–C relationships will show poorer social skills and
show more internalizing and externalizing behavior problems
(Elicker, Egeland, & Sroufe, 1992; Iruka et al., 2010).
Except for some speculations based on theory, no empirical study
has been found to explore the difference between only and non-only
children's T–C relationships. The Social Learning Model (Parke & Buriel,
1998) maintains that non-only children may take advantage of their
siblings' social experiences. Such experiences may favor their T–C re-
lationship by helping them learn about themselves and others
(Brody, 1998), gain affective perspective taking, consider others'
feelings and learn to address conﬂict through interaction with sib-
lings (Youngblade & Dunn, 1995) and observation of parent–siblings
interaction (Dunn, Slomkowski, & Beardsall, 1994). Only children
have been described as self-centered, isolated and lacking social
competence (Falbo & Polit, 1986), which, if true, further makes
them disadvantaged in T–C relationships. What is worse, teachers
may maintain negative stereotypes about only children, such as
“spoiled” and “maladjusted” (Mancillas, 2006), and therefore, may
allow their negative perceptions to inﬂuence their relationships
with only children. From this point of view, lacking siblings may
leave only children at a disadvantage in T–C relationships. However,
a few researchers hold the different opinion that only children may
be equal to their counterparts in T–C relationships. They argue that
because of the absence of siblings, only children's parents pay special
attention to their socialization and provide opportunities for them to
interact with others, such as taking them to visit friends and relatives
(Chen, 2010; Hao & Feng, 2002). Only children may apply these
social experiences to T–C interaction.
Similar to the M–C relationship, the differences between only and
non-only children's relationships with teachers may vary in urban and
rural areas. Pianta, La Paro, Payne, Cox, and Bradley (2002) observed
223 suburban and rural kindergarten classrooms and found that posi-
tive T–C interactions were fewer when the concentration of poverty in
the school was high, the child's family income was low, and the staff–
student ratio was low. Students' observed social behavior and teachers'
reports of their social competence were also lower. In Chinese rural kin-
dergartens, the staff–student ratio is lower (Zhu, 2011), and children are
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rural only children (ROC) and rural non-only children (RNOC), in gener-
al, may be disadvantaged in T–C relationships, which would be particu-
larly unhelpful for the ROC who have T–C relationships as their second
important relationship. Similarly, in urban areas, only children may
also place more value on relationships with teachers because they
have no siblings (Yan & Pang, 1997). Therefore, we hypothesize that
the T–C relationship may exert a greater inﬂuence on UOC's social
behaviors.
1.3. The present study
In conclusion, thepresent study addresses three questions: (1)What
are the characteristics of contemporary Chinese only and non-only
children's M–C and T–C relationships? Are these characteristics differ-
ent in urban and rural areas? (2)What are the links betweenM–C rela-
tionships and Chinese only and non-only children's social development
outcomes and does urban–rural status moderate these links? (3) What
are the connections between T–C relationships and Chinese only and
non-only children's social development outcomes and how do the
connections vary across urban–rural status?
2. Method
2.1. Participants
In Beijing, there are urban, rural, and semi-urban areas including
both urban and rural sites (Woo et al., 2008). We randomly selected
38 kindergartens in semi-urban areas, and then randomly selected ap-
proximately 15 children within each kindergarten. The identiﬁcation
of urban and rural children was derived from the Chinese hukou system
of household registration (Chen, Wang, &Wang, 2009; Qian, 2009). The
ﬁnal sample included 126 rural only children, 94 rural non-only chil-
dren, 168 urban only children and 155 urban non-only children after ex-
cluding 27 children whowere missing sibling status or residence status.
The sampled children's mothers also participated in the study. Re-
garding the mother sample, UOC's and UNOC's mothers were 33.48
(SD= 3.69) and 34.68 (SD= 4.12) years old on average, respectively;
52.38% and 47.10% had bachelor's degrees, respectively. ROC's and
RNOC's mothers were 30.87 (SD= 3.58) and 33.00 (SD= 4.96) years
old on average, respectively; 19.84% and 10.64% had bachelor's degrees,
respectively. The homeroom teachers of sampled children participated
in the study, too. Typically, there is a homeroom teacher, an assistant
teacher and one or two nursery teachers in each class of Chinese kinder-
garten (Li, Lv, & Huntsinger, 2015). Among them, the homeroom teach-
er was primarily responsible for the children (Zhang, 2011), and was
most familiar with the children. But they were not necessarily closest
with all children. All participating homeroom teachers were female
and had been preschool teachers for at least one year. They averaged
27.38 (SD=8.36) years of age, 20.14% had received bachelor's degrees,
and 49.01% had received junior college degrees, which are post-high
school degrees with three-year courses specialized in preschool
education.
2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Child characteristics
We drew on variables signiﬁcantly related to interpersonal relation-
ships and social behaviors such as the child's month age, gender, regis-
tered residence status (1 = urban areas; 0 = rural areas) and sibling
status (1 = only child; 0 = non-only child), which were reported by
mothers.
2.2.2. Family SES indexes
The indexes of family SES includedmother's and father's educational
levels and family annual income. Each variable was enteredindependently. We coded mother's and father's education levels
on a 5-point scale (1 = junior high school and below; 2 = senior
high school; 3= junior college degree; 4= bachelor's degree; 5=master's
degree and above). Family annual income was also coded on a 5-point
scale (1 = $8005 and below; 2 = $8006–$24,015; 3 =
$24,016–$48,030; 4 = $48,031–$112,070; 5 = $112,071 and above).
More than 55.82% of the UOC's families, 66.82% of the UNOC's families,
38.84% of the ROC's families and 41.34% of the RNOC's families earned
higher incomes than the Beijing urban family annual income level in
2013 ($21,704; Beijing State Statistics Bureau, 2013).
More details about child and family demographic variables are pre-
sented in Table 1.2.2.3. Mother–child relationship
To measure the M–C relationship, we adopted the Closeness and
Conﬂict subscales of the Child–Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS;
Pianta, 1992), which demonstrated high reliability in previous Chinese
samples (Zhang, 2013; Zhang & Chen, 2010). The Closeness subscale
(9 items; Cronbach'sα= .73 in this study)measures a parent's feelings
of affection and open communication with his or her child (e.g., “It is
easy for me to experience and observe my child's feelings.”). The Con-
ﬂict subscale (12 items; Cronbach's α= .82 in this study) measures a
parent's perception of negativity and conﬂict with the child (e.g., “My
child and I always seem to be struggling with each other.”). Mothers
rated their own relationships with their children during the last
3 months ranging from 1 (deﬁnitely does not apply) to 5 (deﬁnitely
applies). Higher scores on the Closeness subscale indicate a closer
relationship between mother and child, whereas higher scores on the
Conﬂict subscale indicate a more conﬂicting relationship.2.2.4. Teacher–child relationship
To measure T–C relationship, we adapted the Closeness and Conﬂict
subscales of the Student–Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta &
Steinberg, 1992), which has shown to have high internal consistency
in a Chinese sample (Zhang & Sun, 2011). The Closeness subscale (11
items) measures teacher's feelings of affection and open communica-
tion with the child (e.g., “This child openly shares his/her feelings
and experiences with me.”), and Conﬂict subscale (12 items) measures
a teacher's perception of negativity and conﬂict with the child
(e.g., “This child sees me as a source of punishment and criticism.”).
Teachers rated their relationships with target children during the last
3 months ranging from 1 (deﬁnitely does not apply) to 5 (deﬁnitely
applies). Higher scores on the Closeness subscale and lower scores on
the Conﬂict subscale indicatemore positive teacher–child relationships.
In this study, the Cronbach's α coefﬁcients were .79 and .87 for the
Closeness and Conﬂict subscales, respectively.2.2.5. Social skills
Children's early social skills were rated using the teacher version
of the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS; Gresham & Elliott, 1990).
We translated the original version into Chinese and then asked an
independent translator to back-translate it into English. Three sub-
scales that included 30 items were used: Cooperation (10 items),
Assertion (10 items) and Self-control (10 items). The results of a
conﬁrmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated a feasible ﬁt between
the conceptual model and the empirical model in the study
(CFI = .91, TLI = .90, RMSEA= .06), which demonstrated good con-
struct validity of SSRS—Chinese version. Teachers rated the fre-
quency of a child's speciﬁc behaviors on a 3-point scale (1 =
seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often). Responses concerning the
three social skills (i.e., Cooperation [α = .87], Assertion [α = .89],
and Self-control [α = .86]) were averaged to create a composite
score (α = .95). Higher scores indicated that children possessed
better social skills.
Table 1
Attributes of the subjects and frequency of family SES variables.
Total Urban Rural
Only Non-only Only Non-only Only Non-only
Boys (%) 59.18 52.21 59.52 51.61 58.73 53.19
Month age (M [SD]) 54.36
(9.79)
54.82
(9.47)
54.63
(10.47)
55.04
(9.46)
54.01
(8.83)
54.45
(9.51)
Mother's educational level
Junior high school and below (%) 3.40 11.24 0.00 3.23 7.94 24.47
Senior high school (%) 20.41 25.30 10.12 15.48 34.13 41.49
Junior college degree (%) 29.25 22.49 23.21 21.94 37.30 23.40
Bachelor's degree (%) 38.44 33.33 52.38 47.10 19.84 10.64
Master's degree and above (%) 8.50 7.63 14.29 12.26 0.79 0.00
Father's educational level
Junior high school and below (%) 6.46 6.45 1.19 2.58 13.49 12.90
Senior high school (%) 20.07 21.37 10.71 9.68 32.54 40.86
Junior college degree (%) 25.17 25.81 20.24 18.71 31.75 37.63
Bachelor's degree (%) 35.71 31.45 47.02 45.61 20.63 8.60
Master's degree and above (%) 12.59 14.92 20.83 23.87 1.59 0.00
Family income
$8005 and below (%) 11.27 15.41 7.36 9.46 16.53 25.00
$8006–$24,015 (%) 40.14 27.50 36.80 23.65 44.62 33.70
$24,016–$48,030 (%) 28.52 26.66 30.68 27.02 25.62 26.09
$48,031–$112,070 (%) 15.85 19.59 20.24 25.68 9.92 9.78
$112,071 and above (%) 4.23 10.83 4.90 14.19 3.30 5.44
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Children's behavior problems were rated by the Preschool Behavior
Questionnaire (PBQ) for children aged 3 to 6 (Behar & Stringﬁeld, 1974).
We translated and back-translated the original version of the PBQ. Three
subscales were used: Hostile–aggressive (11 items), Anxious–fearful
(8 items) and Hyperactive–distractible (4 items). The results of the
CFA indicated a very good ﬁt between the conceptual model and the
empirical model in the study (CFI = .92, TLI = .90, RMSEA= .06), dem-
onstrating good construct validity for the Chinese version of the PBQ.
One of the child's class teachers rated the frequency of these behaviors
on a 3-point scale (0 = never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often). Following
Hinshaw, Han, Erhardt, and Huber (1992), we summed the scores
from the Hostile–aggressive and Hyperactive–distractible factors to
yield a broad Externalizing Behavior Problems subscale (α= .83). The
Anxious–fearful factor (α= .91) served as the contrasting Internalizing
scale.2.3. Procedures
All data were collected in November 2013. Children's mothers com-
pleted the questionnaires and informed consent forms and returned
them to the children's class teachers within three days. The homeroom
teacher completed the rating scales measuring T–C relationship, the
child's social skills and behavior problems for each participating child
in her class, along with an informed consent and conﬁdentialityTable 2
Characteristics of interpersonal relationships and developmental outcome variables.
Total Urba
Only
M (SD)
Non-only
M (SD)
t Only
M (S
M–C closeness 4.05 (0.49) 4.07 (0.49) −0.44 4.08
M–C conﬂict 2.14 (0.54) 2.13 (0.59) 0.38 2.10
T–C closeness 3.36 (0.55) 3.32 (0.60) 0.78 3.33
T–C conﬂict 1.66 (0.52) 1.59 (0.49) 1.53 1.62
Social skills 2.30 (0.38) 2.31 (0.40) −0.31 2.32
Internalizing behavior problems 0.42 (0.38) 0.37 (0.34) 1.32 0.36
Externalizing behavior problems 0.50 (0.39) 0.45 (0.37) 1.56 0.46
Note.M–C =mother–child; T–C = teacher–child.
+ 0.05 b p b 0.1.agreement form. The recruitment and data collection procedures were
approved by the Beijing Normal University's institutional review board.
2.4. Control of common method variance
Considering that T–C relationship and children's social skills as well
as problembehaviorswere all reported by the teachers, we adopted pro-
cedural remedies (adopting mature scales, setting a time lag between
the measurements, anonymity and improving scale items) to minimize
the effects of common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &
Podsakoff, 2003). Also, we used Harman's single-factor test to test the
commonmethod variance (Aulakh &Gencturk, 2000). If commonmeth-
od variance were a serious problem in the study, a single factor would
emerge to account for most of the covariance in the predictor and out-
come variables. We performed factor analysis on all items, and found
that 14 factors with eigenvalues greater than one were extracted, with
Factor 1 accounting for 21.05% of the variance (less than 40%). These re-
sults suggest that commonmethod variance is not of great concern in the
present study.
3. Results
Descriptive statistics of relationship variables and developmental out-
comes are presented in Table 2. Regarding urban children, the only chil-
dren were not signiﬁcantly different from their non-only counterparts
inM–C relationships, T–C relationships, social skills and both internalizingn Rural
D)
Non-only
M (SD)
t Only
M (SD)
Non-only
M (SD)
t
(0.49) 4.10 (0.46) −0.34 4.00 (0.49) 4.00 (0.53) −0.14
(0.5) 2.06 (0.60) 0.69 2.20 (0.57) 2.24 (0.57) −0.43
(0.54) 3.32 (0.58) 0.07 3.41 (0.56) 3.32 (0.65) 1.03
(0.49) 1.60 (0.46) 0.39 1.71 (0.56) 1.58 (0.53) 1.74+
(0.40) 2.32 (0.40) 0.06 2.27 (0.34) 2.30 (0.41) −0.49
(0.34) 0.37 (0.33) −0.19 0.48 (0.42) 0.38 (0.36) 1.92+
(0.37) 0.44 (0.35) 0.47 0.56 (0.41) 0.46 (0.40) 1.62
Table 3
Correlations among demographic variables, interpersonal relationships and developmental outcome variables.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
1. Gendera –
2. Month age − .03 –
3. Urban statusb − .01 .03 –
4. Sibling statusc .07 − .02 − .05 –
5. Mother's educational level .07 .04 .51⁎⁎ .13⁎⁎ –
6. Father's educational level .02 − .00 .53⁎⁎ .00 .71⁎⁎ –
7. Family income − .06 .03 .25⁎⁎ − .10⁎ .38⁎⁎ .43⁎⁎ –
8. M–C closeness − .05 .05 .09⁎ − .02 .07 .10⁎ .14⁎⁎ –
9. M–C conﬂict − .01 − .12⁎⁎ − .12⁎⁎ .02 − .08 − .11⁎ − .13⁎⁎ − .10⁎ –
10. T–C closeness − .04 .10⁎ − .04 .03 .08 .05 .10⁎ .08 − .09⁎ –
11. T–C conﬂict .08 .04 − .05 .07 .00 − .03 − .10⁎ − .07 .01 .09⁎ –
12. Social skills − .15⁎⁎ .45⁎⁎ .05 − .01 .08 .05 .09⁎ .11⁎ − .07 .40⁎⁎ − .11⁎ –
13. Internalizing behavior problems .10⁎ − .14⁎⁎ − .10⁎ .06 − .03 − .13⁎⁎ − .09⁎ − .08 − .02 − .01 .46⁎⁎ − .24⁎⁎ –
14. Externalizing behavior problems .24⁎⁎ − .07 − .09⁎ .07 − .05 − .12⁎⁎ − .12⁎⁎ − .09⁎ .11⁎ − .05 .44⁎⁎ − .29⁎⁎ .67⁎⁎ –
Note.M–C =mother–child; T–C = teacher–child.
a Boy = 1, girl = 0.
b Urban = 1, rural = 0.
c Only = 1, non only = 0.
⁎ p b 0.05.
⁎⁎ p b 0.01.
Table 4
Linear regression model results: interpersonal relationships predicting children's social
skills.
Dependent variable Social skills (β)
Relationship variables M–C
closeness
M–C
conﬂict
T–C
closeness
T–C
conﬂict
Step 1
Month age 0.43⁎⁎⁎ 0.43⁎⁎⁎ 0.43⁎⁎⁎ 0.43⁎⁎⁎
Gendera −0.13⁎⁎ −0.14⁎⁎ −0.13⁎⁎ −0.13⁎⁎
Mother's educational level 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.07
Father's educational level −0.03 −0.03 −0.02 −0.03
Family income 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06
Step 2
Urban statusb −0.01 0.00 −0.01 0.00
Sibling statusc −0.01 0.00 0.04 0.00
Relationship variable 0.08+ −0.01 0.36⁎⁎⁎ −0.11⁎⁎
Step 3
Sibling status × relationship
variable
−0.16⁎⁎ 0.09 0.01 −0.01
Urban status × relationship
variable
0.03 0.00 −0.07 −0.08
Urban status × sibling status 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.04
Step 4
Sibling status × urban status ×
relationship variable
0.03 0.06 −0.02 −0.20⁎
Note.M–C =mother–child; T–C = teacher–child.
a Boy = 1, girl = 0.
b Urban = 1, rural = 0.
c Only = 1, non only = 0.
⁎ p b 0.05.
⁎⁎ p b 0.01.
⁎⁎⁎ p b 0.001.
+ 0.05 b p b 0.1.
112 Y. Li et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 51 (2015) 108–116and externalizing behavior problems. As for rural children, the only chil-
dren were reported to experience more T–C conﬂict and internalizing
behavior problems than did children with siblings, but there were no
signiﬁcant differences in M–C relationships, T–C closeness, social skills,
or externalizing behavior problems. Correlations among demographic
variables, interpersonal relationships, and developmental outcome vari-
ables are presented in Table 3. Results suggested that children's gender
and age, parents' educational levels and family income had baseline cor-
relations with interpersonal relationships and developmental outcomes.
Therefore, we controlled for these children's characteristics and family
demographic variables in the analysis. Regarding interpersonal relation-
ships, M–C closeness was positively associated with social skills and neg-
atively associated with externalizing behavior problems; M–C conﬂict
was positively correlated with externalizing behavior problems. T–C
closeness showed a positive relationship with social skills; T–C conﬂict
showed a negative relationship with social skills, but a positive relation-
ship with both internalizing and externalizing behavior problems.
We then examined the relationships betweenM–C and T–C relation-
ships, and only and non-only children's social skills and behavior prob-
lems, and we tested for a potential moderating effect of urban–rural
status. A set of predictorswas entered in the following steps: (1) control
variables, including child gender, age, mother's and father's educational
levels aswell as family income, (2) sibling status, urban–rural status and
themain effects of one interpersonal relationship variable, (3) two-way
interaction terms, and (4) three-way interaction terms. List-wise dele-
tion was used in the analyses because of the low amount (b5%) of
individual-level missing data (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham,
2005). As recommended by Aiken andWest (1991), continuous predic-
tors were mean-centered to minimize multicollinearity. No alarming
multicollinearity problem was detected with the variance inﬂation fac-
tors ranging from1.00 to 5.12, whichwas less than 10 across themodels
(Weisberg, 2005). For the signiﬁcant predicted effect, we adopted η2 to
estimate the effect size (ES).
The results regarding social skills and behavior problems are pre-
sented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. In Table 4, both M–C closeness
(ES = 0.01) and T–C closeness (ES = 0.13) were signiﬁcant positive
predictors of children's social skills, while T–C conﬂict (ES = 0.01)
was a signiﬁcant negative predictor at Step 2. At Step 3, sibling
status × M–C closeness showed signiﬁcant prediction. The simple
slope of the relationship between M–C closeness and social skills for
only children was−0.06, t =−1.71, p N 0.05; for non-only children,
it was 0.03, t = 1.89, p N 0.05. Thus, the positive inﬂuence of M–C
closeness on social skills was mainly expressed in non-only children.
At Step 4, sibling status × urban status × T–C conﬂict signiﬁcantlypredicted children's social skills. According to the simple slope test, T–
C conﬂict negatively inﬂuenced UOC's social skills (simple slope =
−0.10, t = −3.46, p b 0.001), but not those of UNOC (simple
slope=−0.02, t=−0.81, p N 0.05). However, T–C conﬂict neither sig-
niﬁcantly predicted ROC's (simple slope = 0.01, t= 0.45, p N 0.05) nor
RNOC's social skills (simple slope =−0.05, t=−0.81; p N 0.05). This
indicates that T–C conﬂict was especially detrimental to UOC's
social skills. The interactions are presented in Fig. 1.
The results regarding behavior problems are presented in Table 5.
After controlling for the child and family demographic variables, both
M–C conﬂict (ES = 0.01) and T–C conﬂict (ES = 0.20) predicted
children's internalizing behavior problems, and only T–C conﬂict
(ES = 0.16) predicted children's externalizing behavior problems
Table 5
Linear regression model results: interpersonal relationships predicting children's behavior problems.
Dependent variables Internalizing behavior problems (β) Externalizing behavior problems (β)
Relationship variables M–C
closeness
M–C
conﬂict
T–C
closeness
T–C
conﬂict
M–C
closeness
M–C
conﬂict
T–C
closeness
T–C conﬂict
Step 1
Month age −0.14⁎⁎ −0.14⁎⁎ −0.15⁎⁎ −0.14⁎⁎ −0.06 −0.06 −0.06 −0.06
Gendera 0.08+ 0.08+ 0.08+ 0.08+ 0.22⁎⁎⁎ 0.22⁎⁎⁎ 0.22⁎⁎⁎ 0.22⁎⁎⁎
Mother's educational level 0.13⁎ 0.13⁎ 0.13⁎ 0.13⁎ 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06
Father's educational level −0.19⁎⁎ −0.19⁎⁎ −0.19⁎⁎ −0.19⁎⁎ −0.13⁎ −0.13⁎ −0.13⁎ −0.13⁎
Family income −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 −0.07 −0.07 −0.07 −0.07
Step 2
Urban statusb 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.02
Sibling statusc −0.03 −0.05 −0.04 −0.02 −0.03 −0.03 −0.04 −0.02
Relationship variable −0.06 −0.08+ −0.01 0.44⁎⁎⁎ −0.05 0.07 −0.05 0.41⁎⁎⁎
Step 3
Sibling status × relationship variable 0.13⁎ 0.10 −0.06 0.17⁎⁎ −0.05 0.00 0.06 0.12⁎
Urban status × relationship variable −0.01 0.00 −0.01 −0.04 0.01 −0.10 −0.01 0.10
Urban status × sibling status −0.17⁎ −0.14 −0.16 −0.10 −0.09 −0.10 −0.10 −0.06
Step 4
Sibling status × urban status × relationship variable 0.07 −0.02 −0.07 −0.29⁎⁎⁎ 0.20⁎ −0.04 −0.07 −0.28⁎⁎
Note.M–C =mother–child; T–C = teacher–child.
a Boy = 1, girl = 0.
b Urban = 1, rural = 0.
c Only = 1, non-only = 0.
⁎ p b 0.05.
⁎⁎ p b 0.01.
⁎⁎⁎ p b 0.001.
+ 0.05 b p b 0.1.
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closeness interaction signiﬁcantly predicted children's internalizing be-
havior problems. The simple slope of the relationships between M–C
closeness and internalizing behavior problems for only children was
0.04, t = 1.19, p N 0.05; and for children with siblings, it was −0.02,
t = −1.39, p N 0.05. Although the two tests were not signiﬁcant, the
negative effect of M–C closeness on internalizing behavior problems
manifested mainly in non-only children.
As shown in Step 4, sibling status × urban status × T–C conﬂict
showed a signiﬁcant effect on both internalizing and externalizing
behavior problems. Simple slope tests showed that T–C conﬂict
particularly increased ROC's internalizing (simple slope = 0.20,
t = 6.16, p b 0.001) and externalizing behavior problems (simple
slope= 0.25, t=8.70, p b 0.001) but not RNOC's internalizing (sim-
ple slope = 0.03, t = 0.75, p N 0.05) and externalizing behavior prob-
lems (simple slope = 0.06, t = 1.84, p N 0.05). The interactions areFig. 1. The inﬂuence of teacher–child conﬂict on urban only and non-only children's social
skills. The X-axis denotes teacher–child conﬂict. The Y-axis denotes social skills. The solid
line denotes urban non-only children; the dotted line denotes urban only children.
Fig. 2. (a). The inﬂuence of teacher–child conﬂict on rural only and non-only children's
internalizing problem behaviors. The X-axis denotes teacher–child conﬂict. The Y-axis
denotes internalizing problem behaviors. The red solid line denotes rural non-only
children; the blue dotted line denotes rural only children. (b). The inﬂuence of
teacher–child conﬂict on rural only and non-only children's externalizing problem
behaviors. The X-axis denotes teacher–child conﬂict. The Y-axis denotes externalizing
problembehaviors. The solid line denotes rural non-only children; the dotted line denotes
rural only children.
114 Y. Li et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 51 (2015) 108–116presented in Fig. 2(a) and (b), respectively. For the urban children, T–C
conﬂict signiﬁcantly predicted both UOC's and UNOC's internalizing
(UOC: simple slope = 0.14, t = 6.09, p b 0.001; UNOC: simple
slope= 0.16, t=5.96; p b 0.001) and externalizing behavior problems
(UOC: simple slope = 0.17, t= 6.36, p b 0.001; UNOC: simple slope =
0.20, t= 7.07; p b 0.001).
In addition, sibling status × urban status × M–C closeness showed a
signiﬁcantly positive effect on externalizing behavior problems; the
simple slope tests indicated that M–C closeness diminished ROC's
externalizing behavior problems (ROC: simple slope = −0.08,
t = −2.06, p b 0.05; RNOC: simple slope = 0.04, t = 1.01,
p N 0.05). The interaction is presented in Fig. 3. M–C Closeness was
not signiﬁcant in predicting UOC's and UNOC's externalizing behav-
ior problems (UOC: simple slope = −0.00, t = −0.04, p N 0.05;
UNOC: simple slope = −0.03, t = −1.10; p N 0.05). This suggests
that M–C closeness especially compensated for ROC's disadvantage
in externalizing behavior problems.
4. Discussion
The main goals of this study were to examine the current character-
istics and inﬂuences of M–C and T–C relationships on Chinese only and
non-only children's early social behaviors, and how urban–rural status
moderates them. In the following, we will discuss the status and effects
of M–C relationships and T–C relationships respectively.
The present study showed that the M–C closeness of non-only chil-
dren in both urban and rural areas was slightly higher than that of the
only children, which was inconsistent with the Resource Dilution
Model (Blake, 1981). A possible explanation is that non-only children
had more plentiful family resources, such as higher income in our
study. With higher family income, many non-only children's mothers
don't need to go to work and thus, have more time to stay at home
(Zhen, 2011). Although the number of children increases, the resources
and time allocated to any one non-only child is not necessarily less than
that invested in only children whose mothers may work outside the
home. Meanwhile, non-only children in our study were also rated as
higher in social skills and as exhibiting fewer behavior problems. An ex-
planation may be that non-only children with more intimate M–C rela-
tions have more opportunities to experience mothers' attention,
support, and love, laying a secure base for them to carry forward posi-
tive social expectations and foundations of self-worth and self-
efﬁcacy, which enables them to behave better in social interactions
(Elicker et al., 1992). Reciprocally, better social behaviors may favor
the development of M–C closeness. These ﬁndings enlighten a positive
cycle betweenM–C closeness and social behaviors for the non-only chil-
dren, and suggest that for the non-only children both in the city and inFig. 3. The inﬂuence of mother–child closeness on rural only and non-only children's ex-
ternalizing problem behaviors. The X-axis denotesmother–child closeness. The Y-axis de-
notes externalizing problem behaviors. The solid line denotes rural non-only children; the
dotted line denotes rural only children.the countryside, attention paid by mothers to develop close M–C rela-
tionships will help to improve their children's early social behaviors.
The negative inﬂuence of M–C conﬂict on internalizing behavior
problems did not vary across sibling status or urban/rural status, indi-
cating that the M–C conﬂict was a risk factor for developing internaliz-
ing behavior problems in all four groups of children. In insecure and
conﬂictual relationships with mothers, children may develop distrust,
depression, anxiety and fear (Bowlby, 1982). Additionally, they may
feel unsafe and unvalued, which then gives rise to internalizing behav-
ior problems (Cohn, 1990). Therefore, all mothers should avoid or re-
duce conﬂict with their children to decrease their children's chances
of developing internalizing behavior problems.
Among the four groups of children, ROC were the most disadvan-
taged, with more T–C conﬂict and more behavior problems than the
other three groups. On the one hand, this relates to their rearing expe-
rience. Couples in Chinese rural areas try to have more children to sup-
port their old age because of the poor rural old-age insurance system
(Zhu & Cao, 2010). With this preference blocked because of the OCP,
rural parents and grandparents tend to spoil the only children and in-
dulge their bad behaviors more (Zhu & Cao, 2010), which probably
was the reason that ROC showedmore externalizing behavior problems.
On the other hand, rural parents are more likely to pin all family hopes
on their only children (Zhu & Cao, 2010). Such high expectations and
pressures make the only children experience more anxiety and stress.
The poorer behavior of the only children in kindergartens probably
causes more conﬂict with teachers. In addition, rural teachers' negative
stereotypes about only children, such as that they are spoiled and arro-
gant (Gao, 2009; Mancillas, 2006), also inﬂuence their interaction with
the only children. In turn, negative T–C relationships further aggravate
ROC's behavior problems (Iruka et al., 2010). This type of vicious spiral
relationship could explain the result that the negative effects of T–C
conﬂict on behavior problems primarily showed in rural only children.
Fortunately, however,we found thatM–C closeness acted as a protec-
tive factor for ROC's externalizing behavior problems. This veriﬁed the
compensatory model of dual risk suggesting that a positive factor could
protect children in additive risk (Sameroff, 1995). ROC experienced a
cumulative risk of T–C conﬂict and externalizing behavior problems in
our study, while M–C closeness, as a protective factor, played a compen-
satory role. These ﬁndings imply that both mothers and teachers should
pay more attention to cultivating and supervising ROC's behavior (Deng
& Xu, 2010). For mothers, building a positive relationship with ROCmay
be an approach to reducing their externalizing behavior problems and
promoting positive T–C interaction. For teachers, facing the characteris-
tics of ROC's behavior and family rearing experiences and establishing
a good relationship with them would be helpful.
The present study also found that T–C conﬂict was a signiﬁcant pre-
dictor for children's social skills; this negative effect was mainly
reﬂected in UOC rather than in the other three groups. This probably
was because UOC have fewer types of interpersonal relationships, and
teachers as importantmentors (second to the child's parents) play a rel-
atively critical role in children's social interactions (Yan & Pang, 1997).
In contrast, UNOC have multiple interactions with siblings, while rural
children have more experience interacting with peers and adults in
neighborhoods (Yan, 2005) and tend to develop social skills from
these interactions. In addition, the results showed that T–C conﬂict
was risky for both urban only and non-only children's behavior prob-
lems. Combined with the above ﬁndings, the present study indicates
that establishing positive T–C relationships is especially important for
urban children's social behavior.
We further extended the implications of the above results consider-
ing the links between early social behaviors and academic outcomes in
early childhood and long-term developmental outcomes. In general,
social skills and behavior problems in early childhood have been
demonstrated to have inﬂuence not only on children's early adjustment
in the family and preschool (Rubin, Coplan, Fox, & Calkins, 1995) and
academic achievement (Jorm, Share, Maclean, & Matthews, 1986;
115Y. Li et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 51 (2015) 108–116McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2006), but also on children's long-term
developmental outcomes, such as academic performance (Trentacosta
& Izard, 2007; Vitaro, Brendgen, Larose, & Trembaly, 2005), social
competence (Spinrad et al., 2006) and behavior problems (Nagin &
Tremblay, 2001) in middle childhood and adolescence. Therefore, the
links between early M–C and T–C relationships and children's early
social skills, early academic outcomes and long-term developmental
trajectory suggest that early interpersonal relationships are of great im-
portance in children's early and long-term psychosocial and academic
development.
5. Limitations and future directions
Several limitations and directions for future study should be noted.
First, both T–C relationships and children's social behaviors were re-
ported by teachers. Although we employed a series of procedural rem-
edies to reduce the common method variance, and the statistical
remedies showed the common method variance was not of great con-
cern in the present study, it would be useful for future studies to utilize
the reports of asmany reliable informants as possible and to include ob-
servation appropriate for young children to increase the reliability of the
measurement. Second, althoughwe investigated asmanykindergartens
as possible, the size of each of the four participant groups of children is
small. This limits the generalizability of the present results. Future re-
search is needed with larger samples to increase the power of statistical
analyses and add value to current ﬁndings. Finally, due to the cross-
sectional approach, the long-term effects of M–C and T–C relationships
onChinese urban and rural only andnon-only children's social behavioral
development remain unexplored. A longitudinal study linking the early
interpersonal relationships and social behaviors to long-term develop-
mental outcomes should be conducted in China to investigate how
interpersonal relationships inﬂuence Chinese urban and rural only and
non-only children's psychosocial developmental trajectories over time.
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